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Mueller: Suwannee River Steamboating

SUWANNEE RIVER STEAMBOATING *
by E. A. M UELLER
COLLINS FOSTER ’S famous song, “Way Down Upon
the Suwannee River,” has probably done more than anything
else to elevate this relatively minor Florida river to a position of
fame that it otherwise would not have achieved. Now the official
state song of Florida, it was written in 1851 while Foster was in
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. He had originally decided to title it, “Way
Down Upon The Pee Dee River,” but fortunately he changed his
mind, and, as the story goes, examined a map and discovered the
name of the little-known Florida river. Foster had certainly not
seen the Suwannee when he wrote the song, and it is not known
whether he ever viewed the river that he made famous. It is possible that he came to Florida from Charleston in 1852, or perhaps
later when he was visiting in New Orleans. Positive proof appears
to be lacking, however, although speculation goes on. 1
The Suwannee rises in the swampy by-waters of the Okefenokee Swamp, some 217 miles away from its eventual union with
the Gulf of Mexico. Almost always a lazy river, it twists a winding course most of the way to the Gulf. However, with the start
of the spring rains, the peaceful character of the Suwannee
changes. At its source, it is 120 feet above sea level and drains
some 5,346 miles of southern Georgia and just over 5,000 square
miles in Florida. Prolonged rains charge and raise the water level
of these swamp lands, and the river changes from its customary
slowness to a turbulent boiling mass. At no place on the first 150
miles is the river very broad, and the mass of water often overflows the banks of the lower river.
When the spring rains end, the river slowly recedes and becomes a mixture of brown swamp and crystal spring water. The
brown comes from the tannic acid content fostered by the contact
in the swamp with cypress, palmetto, and pine. Starting near
TEPHEN

* Around the time of the Civil War, Suwannee was spelled with only
one “n.” However, in this article we have used the modern form throughout for consistency except in quotations and titles.
1. Live Oak Suwannee Democrat, May 26, 1939. Also newspaper clippings of articles by W. T. Cash, late state librarian, in the possession
of the author.
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White Sulphur Springs (now White Springs, Florida), the amber
water is diluted with the water of many hundreds of springs for
the remainder of its journey to the Gulf. The three main springs,
White Springs, Suwannee, and Fanning, have a flow of several
thousand gallons per minute, but most are small and unnoticed.
Around the turn of the century, White Sulphur Springs was a
popular bathing resort and the springs were noted for their curative powers. However, modern medicine and changing social
habits have done away with most of this, and the springs boil
merrily away, unaware of their diminished commercial possibilities.
Steamboating on Florida waters apparently began in the
1830s. 2 From the little information that is available, it would
appear that steamboats did not penetrate any significant distance
up the Suwannee before 1835. During the Second Seminole War,
several forts and camps were built on or near the Suwannee, and
if maritime operations in other Florida waters are any example,
supplies and reinforcements would have been transported to these
outposts on chartered or government-owned steamboats. Certainly, steamboats were operating on the lower reaches of the Suwannee in 1836. Government dispatches mention the Minerva in
service along with other steamboats at the Suwannee’s mouth,
and the Izard, a government craft, was lost at the mouth of the
Withlacoochee River after leaving the Suwannee. 3
Early travelers bewail the fact that despite the Suwannee’s
traversing many miles into Florida’s interior, accessibility to the
north central area could only be achieved via the St. Johns River
and Black Creek, a tributary of the St. Johns, on Florida’s east
coast. In 1839 a proposal was made to clear away the oyster bars
at the Suwannee’s mouth and to eliminate obstructions in the
lower river. A nine-foot channel was recommended, the proposal
implying that a six-foot depth was all that then prevailed. 4
Evidently, navigation improvements were made sometime during this period since by 1845 at least one steamboat was using the
river on a regular basis. According to an item appearing in the
2. Edward A. Mueller, “East Coast Florida Steamboating, 1831-1861,”
Florida Historical Quarterly, XXXX (January 1962), 242.
3. Clarence E. Carter, ed., The Territorial Papers of the United States:
The Territory of Florida: 1828-1834, 26 vols. (Washington, 1959),
XXV, 347-48, 350.
4. Ibid., 605-06.
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St. Augustine News in 1845, the first commercial steamer was
the Orpheus: “Our readers may remember that it has been in
contemplation for some time past to establish a mail route, by
steamers, upon the Suwannee from Cedar Keys to Fort White, to
be connected thence with the St. Johns by stage. . . . The steamboat, ‘Orpheus’ built in New Orleans, expressly for the purpose,
has arrived and taken her station on the route. We learn that she
is a most beautiful vessel, 136 feet in length, and is fitted up in
fine style with 18 staterooms. She will carry the U. S. Mail from
Cedar Keys to the new town of Santa Fe on the Santa Fe River,
in Columbia County, once a week and will also run up the Suwannee to the flourishing town of Columbus.” 5
While this account might be at some variance with the facts,
it is known that the only Orpheus listed in Lytle’s Merchant Steam
Vessels of the United States, 1807-1868 6 was built in Pittsburgh
in 1841. Three years later, she was registered at St. Marks,
Florida, the nearest point of entry for any Suwannee vessel at the
time. The Orpheus remained in operation until 1847. She met
her end in some manner on the Suwannee, as a newspaper of the
day advertised an auction for her remains where they lay.
Pioneer North Florida in the years before the Civil War was
thinly populated and the landscape was sparsely dotted with
small villages and isolated farms. Cotton was a mainstay of the
area, and there were a few sizeable and flourishing plantations,
usually near or along the banks of navigable rivers. According to
a contributor to the St. Augustine News in 1843 the town of
Columbus in Suwannee County could keep any steamboat busy:
“There are two large stores well stocked with goods and several
more being built. . . . Wagons are continually coming in loaded
with cotton and other productions of the soil. I was informed by
a gentleman that goods to the amount of a thousand dollars per
day have been disposed of here. . . . Over three thousand bales
of cotton have been shipped down the river this fall from Columbus, and a great number of bales are now piled on the banks of
the river. The site of Columbus is certainly most desirable. A
beautiful boiling spring in its midst and surrounded by rich and
5. St. Augustine News, October 25, 1845.
6. Information on the O r p h e u s and the other steamboats in this article
is derived from William M. Lytle, comp., Merchant Steam Vessels of
the United States, 1807-1868 (Mystic, Connecticut, 1952), and vessel
information documents, National Archives, Washington, D. C.
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fertile lands. It is distant from the mouth of the Suwannee 180
miles, navigable for steamboats . . . as high as the Upper Mineral
Springs. I understand that two steamers have actually been that
high up and found no difficulty in the depth of the water. I am
surprised that some enterprising person has not, ere this, placed
a boat on this river, there being enough produce sent down to
keep one well employed.” 7
After the Orpheus, the next recorded steamboat appears to be
the Glasgow. She was originally from Louisville, Kentucky, and
was enrolled also in St. Marks from 1849 to 1851, and possibly
for an even longer time. During the latter period of her enrollment, she served on the Suwannee, but the exact time or nature
of her operations is unknown. The records list shows her as being
forty-nine tons registry and as having one deck and a square stern.
She was 100 feet long, nineteen feet wide, and two feet nine
inches deep. Her depth was admirably suited to the shallow water
reaches of the river. The Glasgow’s master and part-owner during
the time that she operated in Florida was David Bell.
James Tucker, a native of Kentucky, was another Florida river
man of importance at this time. Because of his father’s death and
his mother’s remarriage, Tucker, at an early age, ran away from
home and engaged in steamboating on the Mississippi and Ohio
rivers. Later he settled in Florida and operated boats in the
Suwannee area. Around 1854 or 1855, he evidently returned to
New Albany, Indiana, and arranged for the construction of a
steamboat for use on the Suwannee. She was named the Madison
after the small Florida community in Jefferson County where
8
Tucker lived for a period. Ninety-nine tons (120 feet long, 22
feet wide, and 4 feet deep), she had a plain head and round
stern. Her first Florida owner was E. Richards of Cedar Key, and
her first master was W. P. Pegman (or Pigman), who was
Tucker’s partner.
With his Madison, Captain Tucker won a mail contract to
run on the Suwannee, and Columbus became the terminal for the
twice-a-month service which began at the town of Bayport, Florida,
on the Gulf of Mexico. According to a Fernandina newspaper
7. Charles H. Anderson, “Way Down Upon the Suwannee,” Florida
Wildlife, III (February 1950), 11, 14.
8. Information on Captain James Tucker supplied by his great-grandson,
Lieutenant Colonel Geaorge McRory of Sandy Springs, Maryland,
who used family records in his possession.
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advertisement, “The U. S. Mail steamer, Madison, Captain James
Tucker, makes a semi-monthly trip between Bayport (Hernando
County) and Columbus. The steamer leaves Bayport on the 3rd
and 19th and Columbus on the 12th and 26th of each month and
connects at Cedar Key with New Orleans and Key West steamers.”
Cedar Key was an important transfer point at the time for the
New Orleans-Key West trade.
In 1859 Captain Tucker brought another steamboat, the
Colonel Cottrell, into the area. All we know is that she came via
Fernandina and was well appointed. 9 The Lytle List does not
name a Colonel Cottrell and there is no further reference to her
except that one of Captain Tucker’s descendants mentions her
running in the Suwannee area. A Cottrell, or Cotrell, family of
some means lived at Old Town on the Suwannee in those days,
and the craft may have been named for them. Tucker also was
associated with another steamboat, the Everglade, in 1859-1860,
which plied from Savannah to the St. Johns River and which had
the mail contract. In the meantime, Tucker had turned operations
of the Madison over to his cousin, C. C. Young, and he transferred
his personal and business activities to the Fernandina area. For
a year or so before the Civil War, Tucker enjoyed a large income,
including some $30,000 a year from his two mail contracts.
John Caldwell, a contemporary of Tucker’s and later a newspaperman, left an account of the Madison and its activities on the
Suwannee River: “. . . [no vessel] has ever excited more interest
than the steamboat Madison did to us scattered Crackers, along
the Suwannee River in the days before the advent of railroads, or
the beginning of the Confederate war. The Madison was owned
and operated by Capt. James M. Tucker and ran from Cedar Key
as high up the river as the height of the water would permit. The
Madison made one round trip every week from Cedar Key. She
always went as high up as Grab, two miles from Troy, on what is
now the Suwannee side of the river and where Nathaniel Bryan
operated a store, postoffice and farm. When the water was high
enough, the boat would go as far up the river as Columbus.
“On one occasion the Madison made a trip as high up as
White Springs. A number of persons, Capt. Tucker among them,
were anxious to have the Suwannee River declared a navigable
9. Fernandina East Floridian, July 21, 1859.
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stream as high up as White Springs, but the necessary legislation
could not be obtained, because no boat had ever navigated the
river higher than Columbus. When this state of affairs was reported to Capt. Tucker he swore than he’d be damned if he
didn’t put the Madison in White Springs if he had to run her up
there on wheels. Just here was an instance where ‘fortune favored
the brave,’ for Tucker didn’t know what the word ‘fear’ meant.
It began to rain, the river began to rise and it kept on raining and
the river kept on rising, till the Suwannee overflowed its banks
and ran away out in the woods. Capt. Tucker steamed up the
Madison and put out for White Springs: he got there; got back,
but his smokestacks and pilot house were gone. By the time he
got the Madison thoroughly repaired the Suwannee river was
declared to be a navigable stream from its mouth to White Springs.
“The Madison carried a line of general merchandise which
was traded to the settlers for money, venison, hams, cow hides,
deer skins, tallow, beeswax, honey, chickens, eggs, hogs, and
beeves. There was no warehouse on the river and the boat would
tie up at a landing and stay as long as the people wanted to trade
and then move on to the next landing. The Madison had a whistle
that could be heard ten miles and this whistle was blown at
intervals to give the people time to reach the landing with their
produce. When the Confederate war began Capt. Tucker raised a
company of Confederate soldiers . . . orders came for Capt.
Tucker and his company to go to Virginia where the company
was afterwards known as Company H, 8th Florida Infantry. 10
“It was about September, 1863, if the writer remembers
correctly, when the Madison was abandoned by Capt. Tucker and
he was going to sink her in Old Troy Springs, intending to raise
her when the war should cease. A number of citizens living near
Troy wanted the boat to bring a load of corn up from Old Town
and Capt. Tucker turned her over to them, told them to use her
as long as they wished and then sink her for him in Old Troy
Springs. The load of corn was duly brought to Troy, unloaded, and
at 2 o’clock in the afternoon of a bright sunshiny day E. J. Davis,
10. James Tucker enlisted in a military company at Columbus, Florida,
which became part of the Eighth Florida Infantry. He resigned from
service because of ill health on September 3, 1862. Later, in 1863
and 1864, he was a blockade runner on the St. Marys and St. Johns
rivers. See Soldiers of Florida in the Seminole Indian-Civil and
Spanish-American Wars (Tallahassee, 1903), 201.
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Jno. M. Caldwell ( t he author) and Joab Ward ran the Madison
from Troy landing into the spring, pulled out her plugs and sat
there and watched her till she rested on the bottom. During the
war her boilers were removed, split lengthwise, carried to the sea
coast and used in the manufacture of salt. Her smokestacks were
cut up into convenient lengths and used by neighboring farmers
as funnels for their sugar furnaces. The cabins were torn up and
the lumber used by whomsoever wanted it, and when the war
ended, all that remained of the Madison was her hull resting on
the rocks under the crystal waters of Old Troy spring-and there
it remains today.” 11
The steamboat remains that Caldwell refers to are still visible
today but appear to be those of a much smaller craft. Whether
there were two Madisons, the second being built to capitalize on
the fame of the first, or whether the Colonel Cottrell or some
other unknown vessel could be the one in question, perhaps will
never be known. There is a boat at Troy Springs, however; there
is no doubt of that.
For all practical purposes, the Civil War halted for a time
steamboat activity on the Suwannee River. The first Federal naval
raid in Florida was against Cedar Key, the Gulf coast terminus of
the Florida Railroad and a center for blockade running. A landing
party from the USS Hatteras descended on the town on January
16, 1862, and destroyed the railroad depot and wharf, seven
freight cars, the telegraph office, warehouses, three sloops, four
schooners, and a ferry barge. With the fall of Cedar Key and
resultant control of the nearby Suwannee by Federal blockaders,
steamboat operations were impossible on the river. Union craft
ascended the Suwannee on several occasions, searching for salt
works and Confederate blockade runners.
After the war there was some attempt to revive activity on the
Suwannee, but the few people there were not too much interested
in trade. Cedar Key, however, quickly recovered from the war
and had achieved both prominence and prosperity by the end of
the nineteenth century. Several large pencil factories (Eagle,
Dixon, Eberhard-Faber) and lumber-based industries were located
there, all of which demanded transportation of raw products and
supplies. The aromatic red cedar that grew profusely along the
11. John M. Caldwell, “Steamboat Madison,” unpublished mss., copied
by Historical Records Survey, State Archives Survey, 1937.
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Florida Gulf coast was used in pencils of that day and was in
great demand.
The Wawenock was the first-known steamboat in operation on
the Suwannee River after the Civil War. Built in Wicasset, Maine,
in November 1863, she was used by the United States government
during the war. Later, from 1865 to 1868, she operated out of
Norfolk, Virginia. Originally some 103 tons (109’ x 19’ x 4.5’)
she was enlarged in 1868 to 128 tons (118’ x 27’ x 5’). The
Wawenock moved south by way of Charleston, and then, according
to an advertisement, she was running in the spring of 1872
from Cedar Key to New Troy on the Suwannee River. She connected on a once-a-week basis at Cedar Key with the vessels plying
the Gulf between Key West and New Orleans. Captain John
Gleason was master of the Wawenock. She sailed on the Suwannee
until the late summer of 1874, and then moved first to Pensacola
and six months later to New Orleans. She remained in operation
until 1880 when she was dismantled and broken up.
About the time of the Wawenock’s move to Pensacola in
1874, Captain Gleason became interested in a steamboat under
construction in Cedar Key, the David L. Yulee. She emerged as
an eighty-nine ton affair (82’ x 22’ x 4’) with a plain head,
square stern, and one deck. Presumably, Gleason only held a
small investment in the David L. Yulee and went with the
Wawenock when she moved on to Pensacola. The records are not
concise on whether the Yulee operated only on the Suwannee,
but certainly most of her life was spent on that river. She was
mainly a freight carrier and was plainly built. In 1885, she was
condemned and her owners abandoned her. One of the best-known
captains of the Suwannee area, Samuel C. Reddick, was once
owner of the Yulee, and was listed as her master of record for
most of her life.
The two-decked Erie, built in Jacksonville in 1876, was the
next craft to appear on the Suwannee. She was thirty-four tons
(70’ x 21’ 4.3’) with a plain head and a round stern (later
described as a square stern). She came to Cedar Key in the
summer of 1880 and plied the Suwannee, being owned in part by
merchants residing along the river. In 1883 she was sold to investors in Manatee County and was moved out of the area early
the following year. The records show that in 1883 she carried
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three officers and a twelve-man crew. Likely she also carried
passengers on occasion, and she hauled a variety of supplies
and goods.
Steamboat activities on all Florida rivers were seriously
threatened during the 1880s by the increasing number of railroads
that were cris-crossing the state. At first, it seemed like the railroads would complement steamer operations. Henry Bradley Plant
of the Plant System played a significant role in the history of
Suwannee steamboating. While his steamer operations were always
subordinate to his railroad and land development schemes, he
did operate boats on several rivers, mainly the St. Johns and the
Apalachicola-Chattahoochee River system. The Plant line boasted
first class craft, most of which were refugees from other waters,
principally from New England ports. Plant also used his steamers
to help construct his railroads, and they hauled railroad iron, cross
ties, and other freight. They also served as fill-ins for missing rail
linkages, providing profitable adjuncts in the rapidly growing
Plant system.
Plant began running the Caddo Belle on the Suwannee in
July 1883, and continued this operation until the fall of 1885
when the steamer was abandoned as being unfit for service. The
Caddo Belle was never very successful and had a rather chequered
career. She was built in Portsmouth, Ohio, in 1880, and operated
out of New Orleans until 1881, when she was transferred first
to the Apalachicola-Chattahoochee River run (Apalachicola to
Columbus, Georgia), and then to the Suwannee. The Caddo Belle
was 167 tons (125’ x 25’ x 3.5’). She had two decks and was
listed as a stern wheeler. Like many Suwannee steamers, she
carried passengers on her upper deck and freight on her lower.
She was advertised in travel literature of the day as carrying
passengers who could connect with the railroad at Branford,
Florida.
Another area vessel that may have run on the Suwannee was
the Eva. Samuel Reddick was her captain, and one of her owners
was John Miller of Tampa who owned several vessels that ran
to Tampa from Gulf coast ports like Cedar Key and St. Marks.
Eva’s dimensions seem more appropriate to a river run than to
an ocean run; she was 115 tons (100’ x 22’ x 3.5’), had a plain
head and square stern, and is listed as having some type of
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enclosure on her upper deck. She was built in New Orleans in
1875, and was in service from November 1881 to April 1883,
when she was wrecked and sunk.
Another Suwannee River craft that was literally a vagabond
was the Bertha Lee, built on the Ohio River in 1879. Under
command of Captain Benjamin Franklin Hall, Jr., she came down
to Fort Myers in 1883. She was intended to traverse the Kissimmee River and its connecting lakes from Kissimmee to Lake
Okeechobee and perhaps the Caloosahatchee River. One of the
most celebrated steamboat stories extant in Florida is that concerning her struggle in getting from Fort Myers to Kissimmee
after she had successfully come down the Ohio and Mississippi
and had moved through the Gulf to Fort Myers. It took fifty-two
days for the trip from Fort Myers to Kissimmee (ordinarily a
three to five day voyage), and at times the Bertha Lee’s crew
literally had to cut their own channel, either with shovels or by
washing her stern wheel. 12
The steamer was just too large for the crooked, shallow
Kissimmee, and she was used around Kissimmee City for moonlight excursions. Her owners decided to transport her to the St.
Johns River, then in dire need of steamboats, and so she left
Fort Myers. In the meantime, financing for the owners failed, and
the Bertha Lee was sold to Captain Hall for her debts. He brought
her to the Suwannee River in the latter part of 1885 or early
1886.
The Bertha Lee was a two-decked stern-wheeled vessel, 121
gross tons (130’ x 21’ x 3.8’). The length of time that she was
in service on the Suwannee is uncertain, but it was long enough
for her to become identified with the river. She left there for a
more lucrative charter on the Apalachicola-Chattahoochee River,
running cotton from Columbus, Georgia, to the Gulf. She was
wrecked by her pilot in the Moccasin Bend cutoff shortly after
Captain Hall had spent $10,000, his life savings, in repairs.
After this accident, Hall worked as a night clerk in a Kissimmee
hotel for a while, until he had enough of a stake to buy another
steamer. He eventually ran several small steamboats from Kissimmee to Lake Okeechobee.
12. Interviews and correspondence between the author and Captain Edward H. Hall of Houston, Texas, son of Captain Benjamin F. Hall, Jr.
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One of the most colorful figures to appear on the Suwannee
scene was Robert Absalom Ivey. Probably no other person was so
closely identified with the river. Born in 1840 in Baldwin County,
Georgia, he came to Florida as a youth. At the age of sixteen, he
joined the Confederate Army as a water boy, and participated in
several engagements. Some time after the war, Ivey and his two
brothers, Jess and F. C., moved to Branford, Florida, where they
went into business and began buying up land. Ivey was a good
friend of George F. Drew who lived with his family at Ellaville,
across the river from Columbus. Drew, who served as governor
of Florida (1877-1881), owned a saw mill at Branford and
valuable naval stores operations. Ivey had similar interests, and
the two men worked closely together. Ivey, or Captain Bob as he
was known, was also associated with Henry B. Plant, and supposedly was responsible for having the name of the town of
Rowland’s Bluff changed to New Branford (New was dropped
later) in honor of Plant’s home town, Branford, Connecticut. 13
Ivey’s career is closely identified with Branford. Never a large
community, it was once, however, the upstream capital of the
Suwannee River country, and much of its growth and progress was
due to Captain Bob Ivey. In 1885, Branford was a frontier community of some 350 people, with an express and telegraph office,
two schools, a Methodist church, five general stores, a drug store,
several grist and saw mills, and a hotel built by Ivey to accommodate his steamboat passengers. In the surrounding Suwannee
countryside there were seven turpentine stills, and there were four
saw mills at Luraville, Ellaville, Branford, and Wanee. Cotton
was grown on the farms and plantations in the area, particularly
around Luraville, and was shipped via the river to Branford for rail
shipment to the North and East.
13. Information on Captain Robert Ivey, Dan McQueen, and other personalities and boats of the period derived from: Souvenir Program,
Suwannee County Centennial, September 28-October 4, 1958, in
possession of the author; Live Oak Suwunnee Democrat, October
1 9 5 9 ; Branford Herald, January 2, 1951; interviews with Mr. and
Mrs. R. A. George, Lake City, 1962-1964; interview with E. K.
Hamilton, Live Oak, an expert on Suwannee steamboating; interviews and correspondence with Cecil Rowell, Trenton, 1962-1963;
interviews with and newspaper clippings in the possession of Edgar
F. Ivey, St. Petersburg, a nephew of Robert Ivey; miscellaneous newspaper clippings and correspondence between Robert Ivey and T. R.
Hodges, various dates in the 1940s, in the possession of Edgar F. Ivey.
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Steamboats in the area were a necessity since there were few
railroads or roads. Keeping sawmills and turpentine camps in
operation required large quantities of goods and supplies, all of
which were usually hauled up river from Cedar Key. The naval
stores and timber products were then taken on board and later were
shipped by rail out of Branford to Savannah and other east coast
ports. Cattle feed was an important cargo item that could be hauled
cheaply by boat. Each landing had its own dock or used sloping
timbers placed on the steep banks. “Skidder” type machinery
pulled heavy items from the boat decks to the tops of the banks.
At Branford, the docks were located near the railroad depot to
facilitate boat-to-rail transfers. As the steamer approached a landing, it would blow its shrill whistle, and crowds attracted by the
noise would gather to watch the unloading, to receive or ship
goods, to stroll on board, and to participate in the general socializing and news-gathering that went with steamboating.
Captain Ivey’s first venture in the steamboat business was in
the building or perhaps the rebuilding of the Suwanee. Spelled
all her life with one “n,” she was a fifty-ton vessel (70’ x 16.5’
x 4’). Once Thomas Alva Edison the noted inventor was a
passenger aboard the Suwanee. It is believed that her engines
came out of the Susie B, which was built at Middleport, Ohio, in
1880. She was originally named the St. Jacobs Oil by the Baltimore drug firm which owned her and which used her to transport
and advertise the company’s “pain killing oil.” In March 1883,
she was sold to the New Orleans Times Democrat Publishing
Company and her name was changed to the Susie B. Shortly
afterwards, the steamer was purchased by Captain H. M. Burnhurt
who enrolled her at St. Marks. The Susie B. probably worked in
the waters around Cedar Key until 1887. Then, Captain T. A.
Wallace, a former locomotive engineer from South Carolina,
bought her and used her in the cedar towing business in the Gulf
and on the Withlacoochee River. He used the upper deck of the
steamer for living quarters for his family. 14
Wallace owned the Susie B until December 1888, when, according to the records, she was “wrecked by owner.” The following
year Captain Ivey utilized the engines in the steamer Suwanee,
which was first documented in July 1889. The matter could be
14. Captain Frederick Way, Jr., Waterways Journal (no date), in the
possession of the author.
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left to lie here except that Captain Wallace’s daughter does not
think that the Susie B was ever rebuilt or that the Suwanee was
built at Branford; she thinks that the two boats were one and
the same. 15
The Suwanee was sold in September 1889 to E. W. Prince
of Carlson, Florida, and to Curtis Crawford. Prince became sole
owner in June 1890, and probably ran the vessel on the Withlacoochee River until August 1898. She then went to Punta
Gorda where her new owners, Conrad and Fred Menge, used her
on the Caloosahatchee River to run between Fort Myers and Lake
Okeechobee. She was also used for excursions and was chartered
occasionally by Edison for fishing expeditions. The Suwanee was
snagged near Moore Haven in the 1920s and sank. She lay in the
water until 1926. Henry Ford was a friend of Edison and had a
winter home in Fort Myers. In 1926, while engaged in building
his Greenfield Village and the Henry Ford Museum at Dearborn,
Michigan, he contracted with Conrad Menge to build a steamboat
for him. Menge salvaged the old engines of the Suwanee, those
of the Anah C, and perhaps those of the Thomas A. Edison, and
transported them to Michigan to be installed in the little steamer,
appropriately named the Suwannee, that he had built for the
shallow lagoon where she floats today.
Captain Ivey was involved in the construction of other craft
used on the Suwannee River. In 1889 he built a dredge for the
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers which was also named Suwanee.
A stem-wheeled ninety-five tonner (100’ x 24’ x 5’), with a
rather ungraceful scow model type hull, she was initially used on
her namesake river to clear snags and to do dredging. She also
worked on the Ocklawaha and other Florida and Gulf coast rivers
until May 1911, when she was sold by the government to the
Hillsborough Dredging Company of Tampa. Her name was
changed to Dredge Hester, but she remained in service only until
July 23, 1911, when she burned at the Narrows south of Indian
Rock in Tampa Bay.
The next steamboat built by Captain Ivey at Branford was the
famed Belle of Suwanee, the most celebrated of any of the Suwannee craft. Completed in 1889, she was a typical tow-decked stern
wheeler of her day (111’ x 24’ x 4’), and of 180 net tons.
15. Mrs. J. S. Brush to the author, November 12, 1963.
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Belle of Suwanee was named after Captain Ivey’s oldest daughter,
Bertha, his only child by his first wife Elizabeth. Bertha christened
16
the Belle at her launching. Belle of Suwanee became a “legend
in her own time” and perhaps because of this, exact information is
somewhat difficult to find. One reason for her fame was the bridal
chambers that Ivey installed aboard. A Suwannee River honeymoon
became a Florida highlight in the gay nineties. 17
Belle’s captains were some of the best known of the day and
included Leo L. Hodges, J. N. Crevasse, and T. A. Wallace of
Cedar Key, and John W. Fitzgerald of the St. Johns and Savannah
area. Her last captain was J. E. Dorsett. More widely known than
even her captains was her celebrated mulatto pilot, Dan McQueen.
Born a slave in July 1860 around the Old Town area, Dan, at the
age of eleven, started his steamboating career when he signed on
the Wawenock as a dishwasher. He worked on the David Yulee for
six years learning the steamboat business under Sam Reddick and
received a wage of three dollars a month. He became mate of the
Yulee in 1879 and his wages increased to forty dollars a month.
He also served aboard the Bertha Lee on the Suwannee and Apalachicola rivers. In 1889 he was teaching at a Negro school in
Old Town, and in August of that year he came to Branford to
help Ivey build the Belle. He served as her pilot for many years.
Belle handled the usual river cargoes but occasionally had the
novel experience of freighting ice to Luraville where Dr. Perry
A. McIntosh, prominent frontier physician, had an ice house. Ice
packed in sawdust was brought to Cedar Key by sailing ship from
New England and then transferred to river steamers like the Belle.
The Belle of Suwanee’s typical crew numbered fifteen, including captain, engineer, pilot, purser, and sometimes a mate;
the remainder were deck hands, roustabouts, and engine room
helpers. Most of the non-officer personnel were Negroes. However, some of the best qualified pilots on the Suwannee River were
Negroes, including, besides Dan McQueen, Spencer Campbell,
and Clifton Lane. McQueen had a master’s and pilot’s license for
many miles of waterways other than the Suwannee and on some
documents is listed as captain of other Suwannee craft.
16. In later life, Bertha Ivey married F. H. George, prominent citizen
and civic leader in Branford. He served as judge and mayor of the
town.
17. Jacksonville Florida Times-Union, November 19, 1961.
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Suwannee steamboats like the Belle burned pine-lighter cord
wood which was usually stacked starting slightly aft of the bow
and going to and around the boilers on the lower deck. Wood
was purchased at landings along the river, generally for about two
or three dollars a cord. The lower deck space, not taken up by
wood or machinery, was used for freight. Lighting on the boats
was by means of kerosene lamps and the cuisine, featuring Suwannee River catfish, was advertised as being “the best the market
could afford.”
The Belle of Suwanee, bridal chambers notwithstanding, did
not have the river to herself. The Bertha Lee and Suwanee were
probably not in service at the time, but about 1893, the Sam Pyles
arrived on the scene. She had been purchased by the Plant Investment Company in December 1892, perhaps as a consort to
Belle. The Sam Pyles, a Florida product also, had been built at
Panasoffkee, Florida, in 1885, with two decks and a stern wheel.
She was rather small (76’ x 17’ x 3.7’) and was able to carry
very few passengers, if any at all. She was named after her first
owner, Samuel R. Pyles of Panasoffkee, who was her skipper until
she was sold to the Plant company. Prior to coming to the Suwannee, the Sam Pyles ran on the Withlacoochee River and Lakes
Apopka, Tsala, and Panasoffkee.
In May 1899 the South Florida and Western Railroad Company purchased the steamer and operated her for four years. She
was then sold to a large naval stores concern based in Savannah.
She had many well-known captains including E. T. Pooser and
Robert Stapleton of Cedar Key, Dan McQueen, and Alf Davis.
The Sam Pyles was eventually owned by the Gulf Coast Transportation Company, but record of her after 1909 is lost.
Captain E. L. Magruder brought a Georgia import, the Louisa,
to the Suwannee River in 1894. Built at Dublin, Georgia, in 1890,
the Louisa was 200 net tons (101’ x 25’ x 5’). She was transferred to the Suwannee from her run on coastal Georgia rivers.
Captain E. L. Magruder owned the Louisa, and, in addition to his
Suwannee activities, he was an owner and master on the Chattahoochee-Apalachicola River systems for many years. He lived at
Apalachicola much of the time. His Louisa was a typical southern
river steamboat of the day. Fitted up with several staterooms, she
gave Belle worthy competition.
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To meet the Louisa’s challenge, Captain Ivey constructed his
largest craft, the C D Owens, in 1895. A vessel of some 231 tons
(135’ x 33’ x 4.8’), the C D Owens was named for an official
of the Savannah, Florida and Western Railroad who was Ivey’s
friend. She was originally owned by the Suwannee River Steamboat Company, an Ivey venture in part.
A devastating hurricane hit Cedar Key and the lower Suwannee in the fall of 1896, and the entire economy of the area was
severely affected. The Belle of Suwanee lost her pilot house and
stacks. Dan McQueen was pilot, but he had tied her up and had
left the pilot house so that he was not injured. Many lives were
lost, property damage was heavy, and much timber in the area
was leveled. For a day or so, it was feared that Belle and her
passengers were lost, but she managed to limp into Cedar Key
and reported that all was well. Not so with the Sam Pyles; she was
hit hard and blown ashore in a swampy area.
The next year, still suffering from the effects of the hurricane,
Ivey sold the Belle of Suwanee to Captain Magruder who owned
her about a year before selling her to a group of Branford men.
During her last years, until she sank in September 1900, the
Belle of Suwanee was used in the towing of rafts to Cedar Key.
On Friday, July 6, 1900, while about twenty-five miles north of
the mouth of Suwannee near Horseshoe Bay, the Belle’s seams
opened up in a heavy sea and she sank in eight feet of water.
Her captain, J. E. Dorsett, tried to save the cargo by floating it
ashore in a raft. The Louisa also left Florida waters; Magruder
sold her to interests in South Carolina. She was abandoned in the
Georgetown area in 1904.
The Suwannee River Steamboat Company sold the C D Owens
to the Independent Navigation Company, a Magruder-dominated
firm that owned her until she was destroyed by fire on March 21,
1899, at Columbus, Georgia. Magruder was captain during the
later years of the Owens, and he made several trips with her on
the Apalachicola River.
Around 1898, Robert Ivey bought the C U Sheppherd, which
had been constructed at Jacksonville in 1892. She had been used
to haul phosphate on the Withlacoochee River. The Sheppherd
was twelve net tons (52’ x 18’ x 3.3’), and was a shallow-water
tug type of vessel. After Ivey, the Suwannee River Steamboat
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Company owned her in 1901-1902, but by 1904 she was no
longer active.
Steamboating had passed its prime on the Suwannee after
1896, but a last fling was taken by Magruder when his Independent Navigation Company brought the Thetis in. Arriving in the
fall of 1898, she was an Apalachicola craft, some sixty-one tons
(97’ x 19.5’ x 3.8’). She was a one-decked vessel and insofar
as is known she did not carry passengers. Dan McQueen worked
on her for over a year under Magruder and then for the Suwannee
River Steamboat Company which bought the vessel in March 1900.
Under one consortium of owners or another, Thetis was around
until the winter of 1913 when she was dismantled. Leo Hodges,
Dan McQueen, and W. C. Lane were some of her captains during
this period.
A few months after the Thetis arrived, the Gulf Transportation Company, last owners of the C U Sheppherd, brought in the
City of Hawkinsville, one of the largest vessels ever to operate on
the Suwannee. The City of Hawkinsville was built at Abbeville,
Georgia, in 1896, and was 319 tons (141’ x 31’ x 5.7’). She
first plied between Hawkinsville, Georgia, and Darien on the
Altamaha River, and then in the summer of 1900, she came to
Florida. The City of Hawkinsville was active for many years in
the Gulf around Cedar Key, towing for the pencil factories. The
Hawkinsville continued running until 1914, when stripped of her
metal and machinery, she was abandoned by her last captain,
M. Currie.
One of the last steamboats to arrive on the Suwannee was the
Three States, owned by the Suwannee River Steamboat Company.
She was a conventional two-decked river vessel of some 126 tons
(140’ x 25’ x 4.2’), and had been built in 1898 at Apalachicola.
She ran on the Suwannee from May to October 1901, and then
on the Apalachicola-Chattahoochee River until some time after
1909, when she passed from view.
Three steamboats still he in the Suwannee. The City of
Hawkinsville is still where Captain Currie left her in 1914, about
a half-mile upriver from the point where US 19 highway crosses at
Fanning Springs. Water completely covers her moldering remains. 18 The David Yulee, some parts of her still protruding above
18. Interview with Hampton Smith, Trenton, Florida, 1962.
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the surface, lies in an offshoot near the mouth of the Suwannee.
Trees now grow where once stacks poured smoke, furnaces were
stoked, and Dan McQueen learned his trade. A few side boards
serve to remind the occasional motorboat owner and fisherman
that a steamboat once steamed down the channel. The Madison
is still in the depths at Troy Springs. The steamers are gone, but
the people, many of them descendants of nineteenth century
pioneers, remain, and the lazy brown waters of the Suwannee
still move slowly down from the Georgia swamps out into the
Gulf of Mexico.
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